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JUNG MACBETH: 
THE TRAGEDY OF A MAN DOMINATED BY 
PASSIONS UNSEEN AND A CREATURE MANIPULATIVE 
by Christopher J. Labno 
Carl Jung is quoted as having said "What we do not make conscious we 
are doomed to live out as fate." This is a somewhat mystical statement; Jung 
was one of the most mystical psychologists. What does he mean? Is it true? 
VVhile his statement's validity is a personal decision, it is much more under-
standable when it is made concrete. Literature offers many great opportuni-
ties for such psychobiography. Unfortunately, basing all understanding of a 
character's personality on a single theorist's work can be limiting. However, 
this psychoanalyzing of a literary work can be very useful. Like the Freudian 
interpretation of The Tempest~ Ariel and Caliban-Prospero's super ego and id 
projections respectively-a Jungian interpretation gives the reader a new 
paradigm, a different framework for understanding a complex character. 
Shakespeare's Macbeth gives us a literary-if not real-man who, after analy-
sis, graphically illustrates Jung's statement. 
Viewing Macbeth through a Jungian lens makes him seem developmen-
tally younger than his position in the Scottish community would indicate; he 
has not begun to deal with the adult developmental task of individuation. 
According to Jung, in the process of individuation "unconscious potentials are 
explored and reintegrated with the total Self'' (Cloninger 73). The explora-
tion of certain parts of the unconscious brings to consciousness unacknowl-
edged " 'missing pieces ' " that will "allow the development of the Self toward 
psychic wholeness" (Cloninger 73). Macbeth's failure to individuate success-
fully is reflected by the distance between his rigid persona and his real person-
ality, an inability to confront the shadow aspects of his psyche, and the com-
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plete rejection of his anima. These difficult developmental issues only seem 
able to get Macbeth's attention through his hallucinations and visions. Jung 
said that "only through the adult development of individuation can the person 
become truly an 'individual' and not simply a carrier of unconscious images 
and other people's projections" (Cloninger 74). This "carrier of unconscious 
images" and receptacle of "other people's projections" is exactly how 
Shakespeare paints Macbeth: Macbeth is Duncan's "O worthiest cousin" (I, iv, 
17), the murderers' "Highness," "liege," "lord" (III, I, 81, 102, and 131), and 
Malcolm's "tyrant" (Iv, iii, 14). Throughout the play Macbeth's identity is 
formed by Shakespeare's other characters. The tragedy of Macbeth is that he 
has failed to explore his unconscious and discover and accept his true identity. 
Because he has not individuated, he can be molded and pushed into identities 
and actions that others project onto him. Macbeth is very conscious of his 
persona: 
He hath honored me of late, and I have bought 
Golden opinions from all sorts of people, 
Which would be worn now in their newest gloss, 
Not cast aside so soon. (I, vii, 3 5-3 8) 
He is cognizant of the positive reputation he has cultivated, and he enjoys 
thinking of himself in this way. According to Jung, the persona is the "aspect 
of personality that adapts to the world"; "[It] reflects the roles that we play 
not in the theater but in society" (Cloninger 75). Throughout the play 
Macbeth attempts to put on a "false face" (I, vii, 9 5) so that he can hide what 
his "false heart doth/know" (I, vii, 95-96). When he has plotted Banquo's 
death and is preparing to make merry with his guests, Macbeth decides he and 
Lady Macbeth are 
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... unsafe the while that we 
Must lave our honors in these flattering streams 
And make our faces vizards to our hearts, 
Disguising what they are. (III, ii, 36-39) 
Macbeth is indulging in ego inflation; he identifies "too closely with con-
scious experience and intentions," placing them at the center of personality 
(Cloninger 74). He believes that he can cover not only his conscious knowl-
edge of his role in Banquo's death from others but keep his unconscious 
feelings of fear, shock, and guilt at arranging a murder from himself. During 
dinner Macbeth has a hallucination. He sees the ghost of Banquo come to 
haunt him and denies his guilt: "Thou canst not say I did it. Never shake/ 
Thy gory locks at me" (III, iv, 61-62). Throughout the play Macbeth refuses 
to own his unconscious; he places supreme importance on appearances-his 
persona, his consciousness-and refuses to deal with any desires and actions 
which challenge his idealized self. His rejection and disregard of this 
"shadow" keep him ignorant of its motivational power and the gulf that 
develops between his persona and real personality. 
Jung described the shadow as "those aspects of the psyche that are rejected 
from consciousness by the ego because they are inconsistent with one's self-
concept" (Cloninger 75). Macbeth's history of denying his shadow is detailed 
throughout the play. In Act I, after learning of Duncan's intention of having 
Malcolm succeed to the throne, Macbeth rejects his ambitiously motivated 
ability to become a traitor: 
The Prince of Cumberland! That is a step 
On which I must fall down or else o' erleap, 
For in my way it lies. Stars, hide your fires; 
Let not light see my black and deep desires. 
The eye wink at the hand, yet let that be 
Which the eye fears, when it is done, to see. (I, iv, 5 5-60) 
Macbeth is pragmatically hiding from his shadow; he seems to know the 
darkness he is capable of-and appreciates its usefulness-but refuses to 
consciously confront anything that is inconsistent with his positive persona. 
Jung says that as we show our persona to others and conceal our shadow from 
ourselves, "the shadow gets more and more ugly, and the split between per-
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sona and shadow ... widens" (Cloninger 7 5). For Macbeth, this is true. After 
he kills Duncan, Macbeth refuses to believe that he could be a murderer-one 
of his shadow qualities: "I am afraid to think what I have done./Look on 't 
again I dare not" (II, ii, 66-67). Twenty-six lines later he decides to repress 
the incident altogether: "To know my deed 'twere best not known myself' 
(II, ii, 93). Although this ability to murder is present in Macbeth's charac-
ter-and he is for a time aware of it-he pushes the knowledge further into 
his "shadow" because it is incompatible with his persona. As the play contin-
ues, Macbeth's shadow does get uglier, and the gap between it and his persona 
widens. After his second meeting with the Weird Sisters, Macbeth resolves to 
kill Macduff's family in the Thane of Fife's absence and to do so while he is 
still in hot blood: 
From this moment 
The very firstlings of my heart shall be 
The firstlings of my hand. And even now, 
To crown my thoughts with acts, be it thought and 
done. (Iv,I, 166-170) 
Macbeth has decided he must give himself no time for reflection on his pro-
posed actions; he is allowing no time for the kind of introspection he did 
before killing Duncan (I, vii, 1-28). Macbeth's shadow abilities do get uglier, 
just as Jung theorizes: 
The castle of Macduff I will surprise, 
Seize upon Fife, give to th' edge o' th' sword 
His wife, his babes, and all unfortunate souls 
That trace him in his line. No boasting like a fool; 
This deed I'll do before this purpose cool. (Iv, I, 171-175) 
Macbeth has progressed from ambitious regicide to familial genocide. Be-
cause he has not confronted his shadow, the necessary moral conflict that 
should happen during this phase of individuation does not occur (Cloninger 7 6). 
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Without the moral conflict caused by introduction of the shadow to con-
sciousness, Macbeth cannot perform the necessary checks on his inner moral 
compass. This allows him to commit his atrocities without having to justify 
them to his strong persona. Ironically, part of Macbeth's shadow-his 
anima-is positive, but it is repressed because he believes it to contain nega-
tive qualities. 
According to Jung, men have "repressed feminine-typed qualities" (their 
anima) and women have "repressed masculine-typed qualities" (their animus) 
(Cloninger 7 6). While this area of Macbeth seems cloudy, I believe that 
Macbeth cannot explore what Jung would call the inner feminine qualities of 
empathy and emotion because Lady Macbeth is constantly questioning his 
identity as a man. Two passages support this theory. When Macbeth begins 
to vacillate between killing Duncan and maintaining his honorable reputation, 
Lady Macbeth chastises him for not being man enough to take what he wants 
(I, vii, 3 9-49). She also calls him to task for not being a man of his word: 
What beast was 't, 
then, 
That made you break this enterprise to me? 
When you durst do it, then you were a man; 
And to be more than what you were, you would 
Be so much more the man. Nor time nor place 
Did then adhere, and yet you would make both. 
They have made themselves, and that their fitness now 
Does unmake you. I have given suck, and know 
How tender 'tis to love the babe that milks me. 
I would, while it was smiling in my face, 
Have plucked my nipple from his boneless gums 
And dashed the brains out, had I so sworn as you 
Have done to this. (I, vii, 53-67) 
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Lady Macbeth claims that she, a woman, is more manly than Macbeth. 
Macbeth is expressing fear and guilt, emotional inner controls, and Lady 
Macbeth pokes fun at him. This drives Macbeth's anima traits further into his 
unconscious. Later, when Macbeth is confronted with his hallucination of 
Banquo's ghost, he expresses fear and revulsion at what he has done to 
Banquo through the ghost's horrible appearance. Lady Macbeth tells him to 
stop acting like an hysterical woman and to live in reality. She even asks 
Macbeth, "Are you a man" (III, iv, 70): 
0, proper stuff! This is the very painting of your fear. 
This is the air-drawn dagger which you said 
Led you to Duncan. 0, these flaws and starts, 
Impostors to true fear, would well become 
A woman's story at a winter's fire, 
Authorized by her grandam. Shame itself! 
Why do you make such faces? When all's done, 
You look but on a stool. (III, iv, 7 3-81) 
By continually telling Macbeth that what he is feeling is wrong, Lady 
Macbeth gets him to push his horror at killing his friend back into his anima 
shadow. 
While Macbeth clearly rejects his "inner woman," as shown by the ease 
with which he is manipulated by gender role identification (and it would be 
wrong to blame Lady Macbeth for his lack of individuation), he is severely 
hampered in uncovering his anima by her disparaging of his male identity. 
Macbeth does not feel enough of a "man" to explore his "inner woman," so he 
leaves it in his shadow. 
Macbeth's strict adherence to his persona, his unwillingness to deal with 
his shadow, and his rejected anima have psychological consequences; he has 
hallucinations which point to "efforts and obstacles in the developmental task 
of individuation" (Cloninger 87). Although Jung "interpreted psychotic 
hallucinations and delusions as direct expressions of the collective uncon-
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scious" (Cloninger 87), I believe that it makes more sense to interpret 
Macbeth's visions as a type of dream, drawing their meaning from his per-
sonal unconscious. Act II's floating dagger can be read as a shadow impulse 
forcing its way into consciousness. The second apparition's advice, which 
causes Macbeth to scorn any "man of woman born," can be seen as an indica-
tion of anima rejection. Jung theorized that "[if] the unconscious is consis-
tently ignored, it may act in extreme ways to block consciousness, creating 
symptoms (including psychogenic illness and neurosis) that force attention to 
neglected issues" (Cloninger 74). Through his visions, Macbeth's uncon-
scious is trying to show him the issues he must deal with. One of the sadder 
aspects of the tragedy is that he is constantly dissuaded from looking at them. 
I believe that what Macbeth refuses to make conscious-his shadow and 
his anima-becomes his fate. Because he does not reconcile his shadow with 
his persona, he is doomed to be motivated by the base aspects of his personal-
ity while denying their existence. The moral conflict needed to mitigate his 
desire is not present. Macbeth represses his anima too and is manipulated 
into suppressing any remorse or emotion that would let him empathize with 
others. He is constantly acting to suppress his unconscious-the real 
Macbeth-and by the end of the play sees life only as a false role to be played: 
Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player 
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage 
And then is heard no more. It is a tale 
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 
Signifying nothing. CV, v, 27-31) 
Macbeth's tragedy is trying to play the part of his false persona-he does not 
explore his unconscious though he needs to. This is why poor Macbeth is so 
far from the mark with his comments on life. He does not know enough 
about himself to allow anything but a shallow, two-dimensional interpretation 
of his life, letting himself be directed by passions unseen and a creature ma-
nipulative. 
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